What Kind of Animal Are You? Inserting the Unexpected to Enhance Learning by Bell, Colleen
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• Attention: directs focus
• Dual channels: words (read/hear) and images (still/video)
• Working memory: 7±2 rule
• Long-term memory: information stored as schema (connected to prior knowledge), 
mental models
• Transfer from working memory to long-term memory is HARD – multiple exposure, 
scaffolding, gradual reduction of support
• Learning situations: access prior knowledge from long-term memory -> working 
memory (schema can be very large & complex)
• Experts can recognize classes of problems and pull from long-term memory the 
appropriate strategies (e.g., if I have a citation to an article I know that the most 
efficient way to retrieve it is through the library’s journal list, rather than a 
research database)
• Experts rely on automaticity for different pieces of the problem solving process 
(e.g., using the Boolean AND)
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How many of you have seen this before? How many have used it?
Guess what – it’s absolute BUNK!
There’s no research or evidence to back it up, and while Dale came up with the “cone,” he 
used it as a means of classifying the concreteness (i.e., levels of abstraction) of various 
media (but not based on any kind of research); the numbers attached to it are not even his
In other words, there is absolutely no research base to this...but there is plenty of research 
about forgetting...
4
The forgetting curve illustrates the decline of memory retention in time. 
Information “half-life” ~ 20 min. (Andrew Booth, health sciences librarian in the UK) – time 
it takes for someone to forget what they just learned about
*Note: applies to material not reviewed or rehearsed (but no research evidence related to 
mode or medium of delivery as in Dale’s Cone of Experience)
Some interesting tidbits about lectures (see Booth for refs):
• While teachers are lecturing, students are not attending to what is being said 40% of the 
time
• In the first 10 minutes of lecture, students retain 70% of the information; in the last ten 
minutes, 20%
• Students lose initial interest, and attention levels continue to drop, as a lecture proceeds
• Four months after taking an introductory course, students knew only 8% more than a 
control group who had never taken the course
• Students are generally overconfident about their abilities (e.g., they are unable to 
accurately judge what they know)
Remember that moving information from working memory to long-term memory takes 
time and effort – cannot be done immediately (needs to sink in, find connections to prior 
knowledge)
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Example: What were you doing on Sept. 11, 2001, when you first heard/saw that a plane 
had hit one of the towers?
Gaining attention in class not at the emotional or consequential level of a flashbulb 
memory, but perhaps there’s something here that can be useful
• element of surprise (i.e., the unexpected)
• connecting to emotions (such as humour) 
• making it personally meaningful
• something consequential
• repetition and rehearsal (e.g., telling and retelling)
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Attention = allocation of processing resources (i.e., it’s a cognitive process)
If we do not focus our attention on something, we will not remember it.
Attention span of the average adult = 18-20  minutes
What’s competing for the attention of students in your classroom?
• You (the instructor)
• Computer in front of the student, phone, iPod (media and communication devices)
• On one side, student in Facebook, on the other, student texting, behind, two students 
talking to each other
• On their mind: assignments, midterm exam, social plans, parents, roommates, work, 
managing money
How do you get the learner to focus his/her flashlight on the immediate priorities (i.e., 
what you’re teaching)?
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Controlled: when we consciously focus our attention on something (but is a choice of the 
learner)
Stimulus-driven: involuntary reaction to an unexpected event in the immediate 
environment (loud noise, someone spilling a cup of coffee, alarm bell, etc.)
Arousal: nonselective, levels can vary from second to second, hour to hour; can be raised 
with warning of impending event (external control?)
• This is the kind of attention we want to target – a signal to learners to PAY ATTENTION
But first, need to talk a bit about multitasking (because if we’re not paying attention, we 
won’t remember)
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• Human multitasking = performance by an individual of appearing to handle more than 
one task at the same time (e.g., listening to a radio interview while typing an email)
• Usually there’s a cost, in that either or both of the simultaneous tasks suffer in quality 
&/or speed (due to context switching)








Cephalonian method (look it up on Google for more info)
• Not what students are expecting
• Takes the pressure off having to think of a question to ask
• Passive -> Active
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Let me take you through the exercise...
1) Think of a recent situation where you had to search for information (can be personal, 
e.g., choosing a cell phone plan, or related to school or work); how did you go about 
finding the information you needed?
2) Which of these animals most closely matches your experience? (show handout)
3) Now turn to your neighbour – find someone who chose a different animal, and talk to 
each other about your strategies. How can what you do help the other person become 
a better researcher?
4) Now, let’s talk about the research process... (Kuhlthau – think about your own 
strategies, strengths and weaknesses, as we talk about the model)
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1. Think of a context relevant to your own teaching (I showed three: tour, online tutorial, 
and classroom)
2. Think of something unexpected you could do to capture the attention of a student 
(surprise, emotion, etc.)
3. Compare notes with your neighbour (partners: don’t be afraid to ask questions, probe, 
challenge)
4. Debrief together
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